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The Meaning of Luxury

By: Elizabeth Paton
Nowmber 4, 2019

The Louwe Abu Dhabi has draum on the last 10,000 years for an exhibition that examines the evolving — and
often conflicting — interpretations of the word.
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ABU DHABI, United Arab Emirates — What does the word lhuxury actaally me an?

Is it ostentatious spending on twend-deren whims like handbags and lipsticks, ot inwesting in unique pieces
associated with a specific place or period? Is it a conceptroote d i product or experience? An ever-changing social
construct’ Ot today, i a frantic wotld cluttered wath obgets, screens and logos, &5 # time itself?

Atthe Louwee Abu Dhaby a newexhibition tries to chart some of the conflicing — and often stll-evolving —
mterpretations of luxuty thathawe emerged over 10 millknnivms. The showg “10,000 Years of Luxury” was
produced in p armesship with the Musée des Ats Décoranfs i Paris and curated by that museum’s ditector, Olrwier
Gabet.
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Running through Feb. 18, it explotes the changing relationship betueen beauty and value across crvilizations through
350 objects, groupmg treasues around whatMr. Gabet described as “mfluential turning points™ in howrsoce ties
hawe used and thought aboutluxury.

Any wisitor expecting a single definition, howewer, will likely be disappointed, despite a dazzling haul of 18th-century
French silver s oup tureens and third-century Syrian bracelets, 1 Sthcentury Vene ian welvet frazments with an
Ottoman print and a sdk satin ball gowm and coat dessgned by Cheistian Diox

“No concete definition for huxury is offered by this show and thatis wery deliberate”” My Gabetsaid m an
mteriews late last month, held in an elegant meeting ro om abowe the newexhibition. “Instead, out mention is to
mahe wasitors continually explore and reassess accepted wisdom around whatluxury represents by showing them
wvarying interpretations across the ages. Itis abouthelping them dewelop their oum ideas”

According to My Gabet, the thematsc and chronological framewotks dease d for the showysuch as “Luxuty at
Court” and “Luuriant Natuee” also offer an important — and independent — point of wiewrin the current global
conersation around the concept.

“‘Many of the wotld’s most powerful and best-known brands hawe a lot to say about luxury and its relationship wath
global arts and culture, and hawe mvested heawily M museum shows, site preservation and education progcts to make
suge they are heard” M. Gabet said, alluding to the fashion and jewely houses using blockbuster museum
exhibitions and restoration funding as part of their marketing arsenal.
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“With out exhibtion™ he continued, “we wanted to show thatcultural ins titutions also hawe notable — and
potentially different — opindons to shawe.”

Of coutse, the money to showease those ideas stil hs to come from s omewhers.

In this case, the exhibition & sp onsored by Ttyano, which describes #self as the only luxuey shopping mall in Abu
Dhabi. And it 15 housed under the vast latticed dome of the Louwte Abu Dhaby a dazzling multimillion-dollar effort
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by the United Arab Emirates, opened in 2017 as p art of the cultural and architectural arms race raging in the Gulf.

Perhaps uns urprisingly, “10,000 Years™ begins wath its inumediate surroundings, whese a hunger for identity and
status in lands transformed by oil we alth has — wathin a generation — kd to billion-dollar spending sprees on s ome
of the wotld’s most valuable artwotks. And the very fust item on display is asinglke pink pearl, found on anisland
off the coast of Abu Dhabi in 2017 and said by archaeologists to be, at almost 5,000 pears old, the oldest knoum
natural pearl in the world.

Smaller than a marble, it is siznifi- antregionally because pearl gathering was a found ation of the Emirati economy

for centuries, and more broadly because trading on and around ideas of ubiquity and exclusmwity plaged a partin
forging the earkest of ciwlizations.

Most of the galleries ate shrouded m darkness, with spotlights on objects and the commentarsy, creating a sense of
cocooned discombobulation in which a wiewer can slowly mull ideas. & section dedicated to the ancient wotld
presents eatly treasuses, kike the 2,000-year-old siler Boscoteale Treasute tablewate found near Pompeii, next to
combs, earrings and spiace jars, ilhis trating howr amassing objects in jewel boxes and tombs developed eatly ideas
around value.

Itals o lays out tensions then related to luxury thatstll hold weight today: from how hixurious ad ornument of the
body ot home conflicted with the old Roman se publican emphasis on frugaltty to how Greek philosophers
pondered as eatly as the second century BC. whether luxury fusk d vanity and greed — and therefors could be bad
fox the soul.

And thee 15 a focus on howmajor trade routes fusled cross-cultural mfluences and curiosity around newr lususy
asthetics, materials and objects, from the Silk Road to the West and EastIndia companses. One example? A pair of
striking blue-, white- and terra cotta-colored earthenware vases from Delft in the early 105 — designed i a
Chinese pagodastyle and meant to rival imported Chinese poscelain — to display tulips, the flower that prompted a
mania in Europe during the 17th centory.
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Later, after a standoutroom dedicated to Asia, filled wath a Chinese gilded enamel on copper statue of the mythical
ceeatupe called a giling silk jackets and a headdeess of kingfisher feathess as well as Japanese earthenwate reflecting
the walues of wabi-sabi, or s#mple beauty rooted in transience and imperfection, it bec omes mereasingly ampossible
to underestimate the impact of those countries on Western fashion and fumure design.

The showrteally takes itup a notch when documenting one of the most importantchanges in luxueys evohstion:
Howrthe industrial rewolution of the 19th century — and wath it, the rise of new and aspirational s ocial classes —

ushered i an age of mass production for precious objects; it was a time whete rarity was sl valued, but
merchandising, branding and reaching newrclients became increas ingly influential, too. Rather than simply standing
outfrom the crowd, luxuty spending became ass ociated wath fitting m.

In the largest hall of the moe than 15,000-square-foot exhibition that 5 “10,000 Years.” Paris is presented as the

great center of European — and eventually global — hxtury, from its departmentstores to its master craftsmen,
with events like the Paris World Fair in 1873 fueling a newrwsion of luxuey, with lasting effects on the businesses
still active to day.
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At s center 15 a 19th-century orange silk deess with white feathers created by Chatles Frederick Worth, the English-
bown, Paris-base d designer considered by many to be the father of the modern haute couture business. And further
o, much like the womens emancip aton mowement progressed in the West in the 19th and 20th centursy; so, too,
does the prominence of women’s fashion in the show — and femak designess — from a little black deess in lace by
Coco Chanel to the simpk signature handkeschief deess of Madeleme Vionnet

The penultimate room features dozens of looks, from goums to asneaker, by many of the most famous names and
dominantluiury brands in operation today, cataloging the growing creatinve tension in huory between simplicty and
excess, and the commercialspending power of modern women. There are fewrlogos, however (bat the LV
Monogram pattern seen at one staze on a 1920s Louis Vuitton ste amer trunk). And, glaringly there 5 no focus on
the modetrn glob al luxury monepm aking machine, or on the social media and celebrity endossement deiven hype that
increasingly powess i
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Instead, the exhibition puts its emphass on one-of-a-kind works that showe e human creativity — and alhude to
where luxury mightgo next.

“At a ime when we have explored wirtsally allmeans of matesial expression, defintions of huxuty continue to
evolve and me an many different things to differentpeople” My Gabetsaid. “But for me, the conunon theead to be
maintaine d around the idea is rarity” His wiew was that, in an increasinely metvopolitan wotld with dwandling natural
tesources, sustam ability and ecology would likely come to define notions of ey And ata time when the

envaro numental footprint of the luxury busmess 5 all the industry can talk about, one senses he might be right

And groen the growang clout of the so-called experiential economy, estimated by the market tesearch company
Euromonitor to be worth $82 trillion by 2028, itis of ltte wonder that the last wotk generates the most transient
and meditative note of the showr

An hourglass, desszned by the artist Mare Newson, sits i front of a vast window overlooking a wista of the
sparkling Arabian Sea, in a brizht white ro om washed in sunlizht. V sitoss, having been dazzled by the craftsmanship
and wsion of mankind across 10 millenniusms, face a ramin der that time — constantly slip ping through one’ fingers
— and space ate becoming the greatest luxuries of them all.
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Also on wew s anewand temporary artinstallation, called “Unidentified Scented Object,” dewsed by the jewelty
maison Cartier and constructed on a floating platform on one of the water channels that lap at the whitewashed
museum steps: Inside a glass cube, a cloud of perfume appears to be suspended i midair The fragile ecosystem is
preser<e d by a variety of sensoss, and only one pesson at a time can climb the spiral stairs and sample the lzper upon
laper of fragrant notes ower several minutes.

Millennials, nowr the most domnantglobal consumer class, are increasingly opting to spend the# money on desirable
experiences over destable objects. Would this appeal to most of them? Likely not Stll,  is an intriguing taste of
the s ort of futuristic and sensory-driven experences possibl when you have both time (and mones) are on your side.

“Shop ping for luxury hs become a lingna franca in today’s world, seemingly around us wherewer we are be in
shopping malk ot airports,” M. Gabetsaid. “Butpeople ate looking beyond thatchapter. Wé are all hungry to see
what ¢ omes next”



